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Abstract: The Bible uses the relationship between a potter and the clay as a metaphor to describe
the relationship between God and humans. “Yet you, Lord, are our Father. We are the clay, you
are the potter; we are all the work of your hand.” (Isaiah 64:8, NIV). This paper will expand on
this metaphor, and draw parallels between the development of personal relationships with God
and the complicated processes of pottery making.

Background
Growing up as a Christian, I had always been familiar with the gospel. One of the
premises of the gospel is that everyone, except for Jesus, is a sinner. According to 1 John 3:4
(NIV), “Everyone who sins breaks the law; in fact, sin is lawlessness.” The Bible describes sin as
anything that goes against the law put forth by God; in particular, “All wrongdoing is sin.” (1
John 5:17, NIV). While what exactly counts as “wrongdoing” may be up to interpretation, the
Bible does imply that unlawful thoughts, words, and deeds all count as sin: in Matthew 5:21-22
(NIV), Jesus states, “You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘You shall not
murder, and anyone who murders will be subject to judgment.’ But I tell you that anyone who is
angry with a brother or sister will be subject to judgment. Again, anyone who says to a brother or
sister, ‘Raca’ (An Aramic term for contempt), is answerable to the court. And anyone who says,
‘You fool!’ will be in danger of the fire of hell.”
The concept of sin is remarkably important in the gospel, because according to Romans
3:23 (NIV), “For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” Furthermore, “The wages of
sin is death.” (Romans 6:23, NIV) In particular, the Bible calls attention to the need for some sort
of saving grace, and that saving grace is Jesus Christ, the Son of God. According to 1 John 3:5
(NIV), “But you know that he [Jesus] appeared so that he might take away our sins. And in him

is no sin.” Jesus’ sinlessness gave him the authority to purify sins with his precious blood. He
bore our sins and was crucified on the cross for us, and his death was necessary for the
purification of our sins: “In fact, the law requires that nearly everything be cleansed with blood,
and without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness.” (Hebrews 9:22, NIV). So how do we
receive this purification of sins? 1 John 1:9 (NIV) states, “If we confess our sins, he [God] is
faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.” And in
addition to the forgiveness of sins, God wants to fully save mankind from death. “For God so
loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish
but have eternal life.” (John 3:16, NIV) Eternal life certainly does not mean immortality; instead,
it refers to the spiritual concept of being with Jesus for eternity. As Christians believe in Jesus
and accept him as Lord and Savior, they embark on a journey with Christ. In this paper, I will use
parallels in pottery making to describe the relationship between God and humans throughout this
journey.

What is Ceramics?
There are many different types of clay, but clay is generally made up of alumina, silica,
and water. Some types of clay can be found and dug from nature, but certainly not all dirt can be
used as clay. To turn clay into functional pottery, the potter will prepare and shape the clay, let
the piece dry, bisque fire it, then glaze fire it. The clay hardens and becomes ceramic after the
bisque firing, and then potters generally apply a glaze to make the pot more practical and
visually pleasing.

The Process of Making a Pot
Step 1: Wedging the clay
We start with a lump of clay. Before working on the wheel, the first thing a potter must
do is called wedging. Wedging is heavily rhythmic, and can be seen as a meditative act for the
potter to get ready to work. There are several different methods of wedging, but we will focus on
the method called “spiral wedging.” Starting with a cylinder or cone shaped chunk of clay, we
gently hold the top of the clay with both our hands, then push forward and down with our left
hand, with the right hand supporting. Then, we pull the clay back up, rotate it counterclockwise
slightly, reposition our hands, and repeat the process. As the name implies, we are wedging the
clay in a spiral, and applying pressure throughout
the entire piece of clay. In particular, the particles
in the clay will also move in a spiral; so any
impurities, such as pebbles and air bubbles, will be
pushed to the surface, and can be easily removed
from the clay. If these impurities are not removed,
then working on the wheel will be much more
difficult. In fact, any inconsistencies in the clay
will be difficult to work with - we won’t be able to
apply pressure consistently to all parts of the clay,
which will result in the piece going off center.
Furthermore, the air bubbles will trap moisture in, and the piece may explode during the bisque
firing (see step 8). In addition to removing impurities, wedging also helps make the softness of
the clay more consistent. We typically wedge on a flat plaster surface, which absorbs moisture.

So when we have a chunk of clay that’s too wet, wedging it will help suck some moisture out,
making the clay easier to work with on the wheel. On the other hand, some clay, especially
commercially purchased, can be quite densely packed, and therefore physically hard and difficult
to work with. In this case, wedging actually loosens the clay and makes it softer.

Step 2: Centering on the wheel
In order to form a nicely symmetrical pot, we need to center the clay first. And by feeling
the clay, we’ll realize that clay has an immense amount of friction. So when we center the clay,
we need to add a generous amount of water to lubricate it,
thus reducing the friction between the clay and the potter’s
hands. To center the clay, we apply a large amount of
pressure to both the top and the side of the clay, and we
keep on applying pressure to the uncentered bits until the
entire piece is centered. Centering is a simple process, but it
is arguably the most difficult skill to learn for beginners,
and is also the most important step - all of the remaining
steps on the wheel heavily depend on the piece being
centered.

Step 3: Dropping and setting the base
After the clay is centered, the potter uses their hands to drill a hole down the middle (not
all the way to the wheel), and we refer to this process as “dropping the base”. When the potter
puts the clay on the wheel, they would almost always have a clear idea of what form they’re
trying to make. As a result, the potter will
decide beforehand what kind of base would
be the best for the corresponding pot, and
they will shape the inside of the base to
match with the image they had in mind.
Every pot has a specific base. The base has to
be strong enough to support the pot, yet
remain elegant enough for the pot to look
nice. For example, a plate must have a
relatively wide base, or else it’ll collapse
during the making process, and a mug would have a smaller base because a wide base is
impractical and inelegant. Bowls, however, can vary a lot; some are taller and skinnier, some are
low and wide, and they could be shaped like V’s or U’s. But
one thing that’s unique to bowls is that the inside of the
bases is generally curved so that it matches with the curve
on the outside of the bowl; this also makes the bowls more
practical, as having right angles on the inside makes it more
difficult to scoop things out of.

Step 4: Pulling up
The next step is to pull the clay upwards, which essentially helps the clay grow and
develop into a pot. Similar to centering, the potter must add plenty of water to both the inside and
outside to reduce friction. There are many ways to pull the walls upwards, but the basic idea is to
pinch the clay at the bottom (one hand inside, the other
outside), and slowly move upwards. When the potter
pinches the clay at the bottom, the clay has nowhere to go
but upwards, so as the potter moves their hands up, the
clay keeps on going higher. When a pull is completed, the
clay near the rim gets “tired” from all the pressure applied,
and may split or break apart at the rim. To prevent this, the
potter will compress the rim after each pull, which makes
the clay denser and less likely to break.

Step 5: Shaping
At this point, the clay looks like a cylinder (if the
potter is making a bowl, then the clay could look more like a
V-shape; if the potter is making a plate, then the clay would
already look like a plate). Shaping is the last big step before
potters take the piece off the wheel. When shaping a cylinder
or V-shape, the potter mainly uses the inside hand to shape,
while the outside hand supports the clay. For example, when
making a pitcher with a wide belly, the potter will use their inside hand to push the belly

outward, while the outside hand braces the belly for increased stability. Once the potter is
satisfied with how the pot looks, they will remove it from the wheel, and set it to dry.

Step 6: Drying
While drying may seem like a particularly easy task, the potter does need to regularly
monitor the drying process. Clay contains water, and as clay dries, the water evaporates, which
causes the clay to shrink. The thinner parts of the pot have a higher surface area to volume ratio
than the thicker parts, so the thinner parts dry more quickly. Say for example, the base of the pot
is relatively thick and the walls are thin. Then if the pot is dried too quickly, the walls and the
base would shrink at different rates, which would likely cause the “transition point” (where the
thicker part transitions to the thinner part) to crack. To avoid this, potters generally cover up their
work with plastic to slow the drying process. Furthermore, when clay loses its water and
becomes dry, it also loses its plasticity. In particular, if a pot is left alone until it’s dry as bone,
then the pot becomes incredibly brittle, and can be crushed easily.

Step 7: Trimming
Once the pot dries to leather hard, the potter proceeds to trim it. When the pot was
formed earlier, the potter may have left extra clay at the bottom to help support the clay during
the making process. But once the pot dries, it no longer needs the extra clay to support itself. One
of the purposes of trimming is to remove the extra weight, which makes the pot lighter and more
delicate. Oftentimes, potters will trim the bottom to create what’s called a “foot,” which
essentially lifts the pot up. Similar to setting the base, the potter decides beforehand what kind of
foot to trim for each pot. Trimming a nice foot also adds to the aesthetics, and the potter can also
use the shape and size of the foot to convey intentions. For example, a wider foot makes the pot
look heavier, while a skinnier and taller foot makes the pot look lighter.

Step 8: Bisque firing
Once the pot is trimmed, it is left to dry up. Then, the pot is put into a kiln and bisque
fired to 1000 degrees Celsius (1840 Fahrenheit). Bisquing a pot burns away organic matter and

strengthens the pot immensely. This is when clay becomes ceramics, and can no longer revert to
clay. Bisque firing is slow and gradual. There are still water molecules residing in the clay, so
when the temperature reaches 100 degrees Celsius (the boiling point of water), the remaining
water evaporates. And when water turns into vapor, its volume expands. So if there were any air
bubbles in the clay (water molecules will be trapped in the air bubbles), the water inside turns
into gas, expands, and breaks the air bubble; this would essentially cause part of the pot to
explode. To minimize the risk of such explosions, potters will let the temperature rise slowly, so
that by the time the kiln reaches 100 degrees Celsius, all the clay inside is as dry as possible.

→

Step 9: Glaze firing
There are countless different types of glazes. Glazes are essentially liquid mixtures that
turn into glass when fired to the right temperature, and are primarily used for decoration, to make
the pot functional, and to make the pot stronger and more durable. Some clay bodies are dense
enough to vitrify and become food safe if fired to a high enough temperature, but other clay
bodies may still be porous and absorb liquids. But in either case, most potters would still prefer
to apply glaze. In fact, many potters prefer to mix and develop their own glazes. There are many

resources online to find countless numbers of glazes, and after some research, potters will pick
out a few of them, test them, alter some of the ingredients, and keep the glazes that they are
satisfied with. Searching for, mixing, testing, and developing glazes takes an extensive amount of
time, but potters are still willing to do this because they want their pottery to
be as beautiful as they can be.
There are many different ways to apply glazes, and a few examples
are: 1) Dunking the pot in a container of glaze - quick and consistent, but
may lack in design; 2) Brushing glaze onto the pot - can achieve nice details,
but multiple coats are required for a consistent layer; 3) Spraying glaze onto
the pot - can quickly and easily control the thickness of the glaze, and can
create smooth transitions between different glazes on the pot. During the
firing process, the silica (a material that creates glassy structures when fired to a high enough
temperature) in clay melts, and allows the clay particles to bond together, which makes the clay
much stronger; this process is called vitrification. Like clay, glazes also have silica in them.
During the glaze firing, the silica in the glazes melts, and allows the glazes to fully bond with the
clay. Once cooled, the glaze retains a smooth and glossy surface.

→

The Relationship Between God and Man as Depicted in Pottery
Making
This section will explore the biblical metaphor from Isaiah 64:8 (Yet you, Lord, are our
Father. We are the clay, you are the potter; we are all the work of your hand) in detail, drawing
parallels between each step of the pottery making process and the steps in our journey with God.
Recall that the first step in making a pot is wedging, and the purpose of wedging is to
prepare the clay - to remove impurities and to make the clay consistent. Similarly, the first step in
the journey with God is preparation. 1 John 1:9-10 (NIV) states, “If we confess our sins, he is
faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness. If we claim
we have not sinned, we make him out to be a liar and his word is not in us.” The confession of
sins leads to the removal of the impurities within us, and prepares us to accept Jesus.
The next step is centering. To center a chunk of clay, the potter adds water to reduce the
friction between the clay and the potter’s hands, and an immense amount of pressure is applied
throughout the clay. After the confession of sins, we must accept Jesus as Lord and Savior in
order to be saved. In addition, the Holy Spirit is metaphorically described as water, which Jesus
will give to those who thirst for him, as stated in John 7:37-39 (NIV), “On the last and greatest
day of the festival, Jesus stood and said in a loud voice, ‘Let anyone who is thirsty come to me
and drink. Whoever believes in me, as Scripture has said, rivers of flowing water will flow from
within them.’ By this he meant the Spirit, whom those who believed in him were later to
receive.” An important role of the Holy Spirit is to support us in our journey with God; according
to John 14:26 (NIV), “But the Advocate, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name,
will teach you all things and will remind you of everything I have said to you.” Now, we also
often hear Christians talk about living a “Christ-centered life,” and this essentially means to put

our focus on God instead of on worldly matters, and to serve others instead of ourselves; 1
Corinthians 10:23-24, 31 (NIV) states, “‘I have the right to do anything,’ you say - but not
everything is beneficial. ‘I have the right to do anything’ - but not everything is constructive. No
one should seek their own good, but the good of others. … So whether you eat or drink or
whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God.” The presence of the Holy Spirit will teach us the
principles of Jesus, and will help aid us in living a Christ-centered life. Without the support of
the Holy Spirit, there will surely be a considerable amount of friction between us and God.
After centering, the potter drops and sets a base. The base is designed beforehand, and is
made to be strong enough to support the clay throughout the remaining steps. As humans, we
will inevitably face challenges and hardships in life. When these difficulties become seemingly
unbearable, we might need some sort of support to help us endure them. 1 Corinthians 10:13
(NIV) states, “No temptation has overtaken you except what is common to mankind. And God is
faithful; he will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. But when you are tempted, he
will also provide a way out so that you can endure it.” Temptation could also mean test (in
Greek), so when we face hardships, God will provide a means of support. Jesus is always there to
support, but there could be other means of support in our lives, such as: a spiritual mentor, loving
parents, supportive siblings, etc.
Next is to pull the clay upwards, which helps the clay grow and develop into a pot. Water
is applied to both the inside and the outside to reduce friction when pulling up. During our
journey with Christ, it’s extremely important to receive the Holy Spirit (water) both inside and
outside of us. If we only appear as a follower of Christ on the outside, then we are no different
from the Pharisees. Pharisees are religious leaders who were knowledgeable in scripture, and
Jesus said, “Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You are like

whitewashed tombs, which look beautiful on the outside but on the inside are full of the bones of
the dead and everything unclean. In the same way, on the outside you appear to people as
righteous but on the inside you are full of hypocrisy and wickedness.” (Matthew 23:27-28, NIV)
So if we only appear as a follower of Christ on the outside, then our wicked inside restricts us
from growing as a Christian.
The next step is to shape the pot into the image that the potter had in mind. The potter
generally focuses on shaping the inside, while the outside hand supports. Jesus also emphasizes
the importance of the inside: “Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites!
You clean the outside of the cup and dish, but inside they are full of greed and self-indulgence.
Blind Pharisee! First clean the inside of the cup and dish, then the outside also will be clean.”
(Matthew 23:25-26, NIV) In particular, during our journey with Christ, we must focus on our
hearts first - our “inside.” When we see someone shaping a pot on the potter’s wheel, we usually
can’t see the inside; however, just from looking at the outside, we know exactly what’s
happening on the inside. Similarly, as we grow as a Christian, our inner changes will be reflected
on our outside too. So from a bystander’s point of view, they could only see our outside, but from
the way we are changing, they will also know what’s happening on the inside.
Once the potter is satisfied with the shape, they remove the piece from the wheel, and set
it out to dry. If the pot is left alone until it’s dry as bone, then it becomes extremely brittle and
could break down easily. The following is an example from the Bible (The Book of Exodus) of
what might happen when people are left alone for too long:
The Israelites had been in slavery in Egypt for 400 years. Through Moses, God
freed the Israelites from slavery, and brought the Israelites out of Egypt. The
Israelites made a stop at Mount Sinai, and Moses went up the mountain for forty

days and forty nights to speak with God. But in Exodus 32:1 (NIV), “When the
people saw that Moses was so long in coming down from the mountain, they
gathered around Aaron and said, ‘Come, make us gods who will go before us. As
for this fellow Moses who brought us up out of Egypt, we don’t know what has
happened to him.’” In verses 7-8, “Then the Lord said to Moses, ‘Go down,
because your people, whom you brought up out of Egypt, have become corrupt.
They have been quick to turn away from what I have commanded them and have
made themselves an idol cast in the shape of a calf. They have bowed down to it,
and sacrificed to it and have said, ‘These are your gods, Israel, who brought you
up out of Egypt.’’”
In this example, we see that God saved the Israelites physically, by freeing them of
slavery and bringing them out of Egypt. But when the Israelites were left alone for 40 days, they
“broke down” and worshiped an idol. It’s also worth noting though, that this was long before the
time of Jesus. We must not be left alone for too long, but Jesus will actually be with us forever:
“And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.” (Matthew 28:20, NIV)
Once the pot stiffens up to leather hard, the potter trims away the excess support clay at
the bottom, and burnishes the pot to make it more elegant. As mentioned before, we as Christians
may need a spiritual mentor to support us. But once we’ve matured and developed enough as a
Christian, we could shine even without the spiritual mentor with us. Indeed, as stated in John
15:2 (NIV), “He cuts off every branch in me that bears no fruit, while every branch that does
bear fruit he prunes (cleans) so that it will be even more fruitful.” In the example of Jesus and his
disciples, it’s clear that Jesus is the mentor. Before the time of Jesus’ crucifixion, he told his
disciples, “I came from the Father and entered the world; now I am leaving the world and going

back to the Father. … A time is coming and in fact has come when you will be scattered, each to
your own home. You will leave me all alone. Yet I am not alone, for my Father is with me. I have
told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But
take heart! I have overcome the world.” (John 16:28, 32-33, NIV) Jesus knew that his disciples
would be troubled, so he comforts them by saying that they will still have peace after going their
separate ways. In Matthew 28:19-20, Jesus said, “Therefore go and make disciples of all nations,
baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching
them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very
end of age.” So essentially, the disciples going their separate ways refers to sharing the gospel
with others, and from the time they spent with Jesus, Jesus’ image was now reflected within
them, and others could now see Jesus working within them despite the absence of Jesus’ physical
presence.
The last steps are bisque firing and glaze firing. The pot is bisque fired in a kiln up to
about 1000 degrees Celsius (about 1840 degrees Fahrenheit). Once the pot endures this immense
pressure, it comes out of the kiln much stronger, though it could still absorb liquids. So the potter
applies a full layer of glaze and fires the pot once more, making it functional, more durable, and
visually pleasing. Jesus said that as followers of Christ, we will inevitably be hated and
persecuted. “If the world hates you, keep in mind that it hated me first. If you belonged to the
world, it would love you as its own. As it is, you do not belong to the world, but I have chosen
you out of the world. That is why the world hates you. Remember I told you: ‘A servant is not
greater than his master.’ If they persecute me, they will persecute you also. If they obey my
teaching, they will obey yours also. They will treat you this way because of my name, for they
do not know the one who sent me.” (John 15:18-21, NIV) But 1 Peter 4:12-16 (NIV) states,

“Dear friends, do not be surprised at the fiery ordeal that has come on you to test you, as though
something strange were happening to you. But rejoice inasmuch as you participate in the
sufferings of Christ, so that you may be overjoyed when his glory is revealed. If you are insulted
because of the name of Christ, you are blessed, for the Spirit of glory and of God rests on you. If
you suffer, it should not be as a murderer or thief or any other kind of criminal, or even as a
meddler. However, if you suffer as a Christian, do not be ashamed, but praise God that you bear
that name.” Peter once again warns us that persecution and “fiery” trials are inevitable, but we
should rejoice and know that we are blessed. However, we may still be vulnerable to Satan’s evil
schemes. Just as a pot needs an armor of glaze to prevent liquids from intruding, we too need an
armor of God to protect us from evil. Ephesians 6:10-13 (NIV) states, “Finally, be strong in the
Lord and in his mighty power. Put on the full armor of God, so that you can take your stand
against the devil’s schemes. For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers,
against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of
evil in the heavenly realms. Therefore put on the full armor of God, so that when the day of evil
comes, you may be able to stand your ground, and after you have done everything, to stand.” By
wearing the full armor of God, we will trust God and rely on him as we persevere through these
trials, and according to Zechariah 13:9 (NIV), “This third I will put into the fire; I will refine
them like silver and test them like gold. They will call on my name and I will answer them; I will
say, ‘They are my people,’ and they will say, ‘The Lord is our God.’” Thus, as we come out of
these trials, we will grow even closer to God, and we will appear like silver and gold - attractive
to the eyes of people.

Research Methods
The majority of my time was spent making pottery, and in the meantime, I try to make
myself more aware of all the detailed actions I perform in response to the clay. For example, if
I’m already in the “Pulling up” step, and the clay goes off center, I noticed that my immediate
response was to recenter the clay before doing anything else. In the same instance, as if I had a
revelation, I was able to see a parallel in my journey with God - as soon as I stray away from a
Christ-centered life, God’s immediate response would be to make sure I recenter my life on
Christ, or else I won’t be able to grow as a Christian. Of course, I don’t always realize these
parallels instantaneously; sometimes it takes a lot of pondering to see them. But regardless of
time spent, I find it spiritually rewarding to discover these parallels, and this served as a
motivation for me to continue searching for parallels. As I spent more time pondering, I quickly
realized that the metaphor as stated in Isaiah 64:8 is just the tip of an iceberg; the more I thought
about it, the more parallels I was able to identify- so much that they didn't all fit in my paper.

Functionality of My Work
Ephesians 2:10 (NIV) states, “For we are God’s handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to do
good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.” God didn’t order me to stay put and
do nothing; he wants me to live a Christ-centered life, where I put others before myself.
Similarly, I don’t want to make pottery that would just sit in a corner and collect dust. I also think
that functionality is the main difference that sets pottery apart from other forms of art, such as
sculpture or painting. If a pot isn’t functional, then it may as well be considered as a sculpture.
Hence, functionality is the most important aspect to me - even more important than visual
appeal. In addition, because much of my pottery is labor intensive, I want the person using my

pottery to exercise care when handling them. To this end, I usually strive to create pottery that
are thin and delicate, and I hope that the user and the pot will have a loving and caring
relationship, much like an ideal interpersonal relationship.

Conclusion
As a Christian, my relationship with God is of utmost importance. Through the metaphor
in Isaiah 64:8, “Yet you, Lord, are our Father. We are the clay, you are the potter; we are all the
work of your hand,” I realized that by looking at the relationship between the clay and the potter,
I acquired a new lens to view my relationship with God. However, as God is assumed to be
“perfect,” I knew that my lens would be blurry if my pottery making ability was inadequate. So
throughout the past two years, I’ve been pushing myself to improve my craftsmanship so that my
lens will be focused, and I’ve also tested a multitude of pottery techniques, which made my lens
wide-angled. With this newly developed lens, I realized that the biblical metaphor is actually
quite sophisticated, and I was able to observe and understand many aspects of my relationship
with God. Just looking at how potters transform clay into exquisite functional pottery, I can only
imagine what God has in store for me.
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